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INTERNATIONAL SURVEY 


ASIA 
The Lebanon 


The Centre for Islamic-Christian Studies 


The Department of Islamic-Christian Studies of Beirut’s Saint Joseph 
University fulfils one of the tasks of all teaching and university research. 
Doubtless it is usual to associate the academic institution solely with the 
dispensing of a regular teaching leading to the granting of degrees in the 
varied domain of the established disciplines. But, in accordance with a 
vocation that is even more consonant with its primary raison d’étre, the 
University is equally the place that fosters a work of reflection and re- 
search bearing on a still developing reality or involving the human mind 
in depth. 

On the religious level, Beirut used to represent a turntable where 
Christianity and Islam would encounter each other naturally, and this city 
used to attract Islamologists and researchers who wished to deepen the 
cultural lines of these two Eastern religious traditions. But often these 
scholars had little experience of the concrete, living meeting-point of the 
two religions. 


Origins 


It was during what has been called «the Two-Year War» (1975-1976) 
— and which, in the final analysis, is but the first episode of that wider 
and lengthier conflict which has torn the Lebanon and in which some have 
sought to make the confessional aspect predominate — that the idea of 
establishing the Centre for Islamic-Christian Studies was born. The very 
cruelty of that war had shown how ignorant the two Lebanese communities, 
the Muslim and the Christian, which had nonetheless co-existed for cen- 
turies and fought together against the yoke of the Ottoman occupiers, 
were of each other. Fanaticism and the simplistic ideas that nurtured it 
showed the extent of that ignorance and the distrust that sprang from it. 
Neither of these communities recognized itself in the portrait that its part- 
ner painted of it. Consequently, those who reflected on the events which 
they were themselves living through felt that it was urgent to establish a 
loyal, genuine contact with a view to authentic mutual acknowledgment, 
this being the only solid basis for the reconstruction of national unity. 
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Moreover, beyond this urgent need, the Lebanon offered an original 
situation for an enterprise of this kind. For the Lebanon is probably the 
only country where the Christian and the Muslim communities constitute 
one nation on practically equal terms, since they can claim a common past 
and history, starting from a common language and a shared culture. And 
since the Christians and the Muslims have the same citizenship, they both 
have roots in the same soil. Neither can dominate the other or dispense with 
the other. An exchange can therefore be envisaged on this national com- 
munity basis, even if the religious origins weigh on the political options. 


What is certain is that, unlike the other countries where either Islam 
or Christianity predominates and dialogue is established mainly in relation 
to the dominant religion, together with its culture and language, the 
Lebanon makes possible a truer, more authentic exchange. For since both 
partners have close ties of solidarity with their own religious community, 
each regards it as his duty to progress beyond his own religious views or 
doubts and to link up with the faith of his community, for which he as- 
sumes responsibility before his partner. So if in the past the Lebanon as 
such, and not simply as seen through the eyes of researchers, had missed 
the opportunity to establish this kind of exchange, the present situation 
makes it an imperative. 


It was therefore from this standpoint that the Saint Joseph University 
of Beirut opened its Department of Islamic-Christian Studies in October 
1977, at the beginning of the academic year. 


In fact, Saint Joseph University offered an academic framework, which 
made possible a serene, objective study based on scientific analyses and 
not on impressions or feelings. It fostered a spirit of research according 
to an already tested method on pluridisciplinary lines. It also gave the 
teachers, who ,had already been trained in this method through their own 
university studies, the means of overcoming all partisan fanaticism and 
the security of objectivity in addressing an audience of students already 
inclined to criticism and belonging to both confessions. 


Aim and Method 


By virtue of the reflection on which it is founded, and within its own 
framework, the Department of Islamic-Christian Studies has as its pri- 
mary aim a mutual knowledge of the two confessions, the Christian and 
the Muslim, to which the two religious communities of the Lebanon belong. 
The Department wishes to be, first of all, a meeting-place for believers on 
the basis of their faith, in order to enable both confessions to deepen what 
constitutes them as believers and to realize that both traditions stem from 
a common Abrahamic and monotheistic stock. Along these lines, each pro- 
fessor is invited to present his own religious tradition in its own language, 
in order to oblige his listeners from the other confession to make the neces- 
sary effort to progress from the familiar to the less known and thus pene- 
trate intimately into the religious universe presented to them. 
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In the context of the comparative history of religions, it is often pointed 
out that it is dangerous to seek external correspondences between outwardly 
similar religious elements or rites. Doubtless such comparisons may be 
useful at a certain level. But they cannot be a starting point for the under- 
standing of a specific religion. They can provide only a superficial overall 
view. In order to grasp the original meaning of a religion, one must ap- 
prehend the centre, the heart, which gives its constitutive elements their 
articulation and profound hierarchy. Now that heart, that principle of both 
unification and creativity, is the truth springing from the Revelation that 
guarantees and also criticizes the external formulation. 


So if a convergence, corresponding to both religions, is to come to light 
concerning the views and conceptions of God, of man and the world, what 
is fundamentally perceived and stressed is the difference. Now this differ- 
ence cannot be minimized without arriving at a syncretism that would deny 
the originality and specificity of each religion. On the contrary, it must be 
grasped out of respect for the truth and in order to safeguard the authen- 
ticity of each religion. And it is by starting from that difference that a 
real, genuine collaboration can be envisaged. 


That is why the Department gives priority in its teaching to the exposi- 
tion of each of the two religious traditions. Indeed, the formula we have 
chosen consists in taking the research themes or problems with which both 
religions are faced, each in its own life, and in developing them concur- 
rently according to the specific viewpoint of each. Thus, if an introductory 
lecture is devoted to the presentation of the fundamental elements of the 
Christian and Muslim doctrines, the following lectures will be oriented to- 
wards the study of the fundamental or contemporary questions posed to 
the religious consciousness. To cite an example, since November 1977, a 
lecture on Spiritual Experience and its Language: Christian Tradition 
and Islamic Traditiow has been studying, according to a phenomenological 
and reflective method, the doctrinal foundations of the two traditions 
(Revelation, the Word of God, the notion of « Book », ete.), together with 
their spiritual experience’s basic symbolism, which is inscribed in their 
respective religious and cultural structures (mystical theology, art, philo- 
sophical thought, socio-ethical behaviour). Another more historical lecture, 
The Community of Believers and Contemporary Renewal ; Description and 
Analysis of the Contemporary Cultural and Religious Currents in Islam 
and Christianity, has been studying the attempts at renewal, starting from 
the crisis of faith. 

During the academic year 1979-1980, a first line of research has been 
studying the following question: Does the Faith Awareness Exercise a 
Critical Function on the « Order of the World» ? A second line has ap- 
proached the question posed by the modern world to Christianity and 
Islam. It is therefore a same research theme, a same question, that is pre- 
sented simultaneously, from a Christian viewpoint and from a Muslim 
viewpoint, to the same audience. 


Concretely, two university professors, a Christian and a Muslim, are 
working together to compose their lectures according to an analogous struc- 
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ture. They take turns to lecture to the same students. Hach attends his 
colleague’s lecture and participates in the discussions. Thus the research is 
done in common and is enriched by the contribution of each religious tradi- 
tion. 


For each of these two traditions is carried by the witness of true be- 
lievers. Doubtless, as I have already pointed out, the professors are re- 
quired to have a scientific competence of a properly academic standard. 
But over and beyond that competence, what counts is the witness to a 
living faith, a faith constantly seeking its truth through the problems 
posed to it by the modern world. 


That is why this teaching has another character than that of a course 
in Islamology, Oriental Studies or Christian Theology, although it ob- 
viously presupposes a serious grounding in these disciplines. Or rather, in 
this field the professor’s very faith forms part of his objectivity. The 
essence of this teaching is therefore the reflection of believers, both Chris- 
tian and Muslim, situating themselves in the mainstream of their own 
religious traditions (and in circumstances where they can be recognized 
as such by their own co-religionists), a reflection based on a deepened, 
scientific knowledge, internalized through a sense of personal involvement. 


Dialogue ? 


Does the concept of dialogue emerge from all this ? Over the past few 
years several meetings have already been held at various levels, both pri- 
vate and semi-official. Vatican Council II, by promulgating in 1965 its 
Decree Nostra Aetate on the Catholic Church’s relations with the non- 
Christian religions (particularly article 3 on the Muslim religion), had 
given a first official orientation. This had been followed by courtesy visits. 
As we know, several conversations have been held at a high level between 
Christian and Muslim theologians : Cordova (1974 and 1977), Tunis (1974) 
and Tripoli in Libya (1976). But «each person, and primarily those who 
have participated in these conversations, is well aware of their limits and 
‘ ambiguities. » 1 Today, in very many countries of the world, there are in- 
stitutes, research groups and secretariats for Relations with Islam. 


All these achievements show the existence in the Christian consciousness 
of a movement towards a rapprochement with authentic Islam and the de- 
sire to discover, in a hitherto unknown world, religious and moral values. 
Thus, the editor of a review brought. out by Cairo’s Al-Azhar University, 
whose authority is acknowledged in the Muslim world, published in June 
1978 an « Open Letter to Pope Paul VI», in which he recognized the pos- 
sibility of an Islamic-Christian dialogue along the lines proposed by Father 
J. Jomier, O.P.: 


1. Robert Caspar, «Le groupe de recherches islamo-chrétien », in Jslamo- 
christiana, Rome, 4 (1978), pp. 175-176. 
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— «To encourage Christians to know Islam and Muslims in a perfect 
and reliable manner, and to invite Muslims to know Christians in a per- 
fect and precise manner. 


— » To encourage collaboration between Muslims and Christians so that 
they may confront the dangers and effects stemming from terrifying tech- 
nological advances, as well as their repercussions on religious practices 
and beliefs. 


— » Equally to work together in order to tackle atheism, whose evils 
have assumed unprecedented dimensions, and which has become a world- 
wide phenomenon demanding attentiveness and appropriate action. » 2 


Can it be truly said that this proposal involves dialogue in the proper 
sense of the word ? What is certain is that today Beyrouth’s Department 
of Islamic-Christian Studies regards this line of action as the only accept- 
able and realistic one : a mutual knowledge and collaboration to tackle the 
problems encountered today by the religious consciousness. 


But in order to translate adequately the experience of these three years 
of study, the following important qualification must be made. We began 
by stressing the difference — for this is what emerges clearly from the 
outset and has. been underlined by the Lebanese war. This difference enables 
one to characterize the religious and socio-cultural specificity of each com- 
munity, or again the unity within which the diverse aspects of each reli- 
gion enter into relationship and which gives them their meaning. But should 
this difference serve only this collaboration in an action to tackle these 
problems or others of the same kind with mutual respect ? 


Our Department takes the contrary direction. For it believes that it 
is by envisaging this confrontation together and by pursuing, each on his 
own side, the logic and reflection of his own faith in the face of these 
problems, that an exchange is born between the participants and acts as 
a call to deeper reflection, a greater clarification of the problem itself. 


In other words, collaboration in the study of a theme or an essential 
problem posed to the religious consciousness of both confessions, enables 
them to be aware of the difference and to characterize it. And it is by 
starting from this difference that both faiths experience a profound need 
to deepen their respective traditions, their history and socio-cultural ele- 
ments, and thus gain, in each case, a better understanding of themselves. 


But at the same time, it is by starting from this difference that mutual 
acknowledgment can be achieved. At the end of the first year of study, 
we were already able to express our joint experience as follows: « Be- 
lievers of both religions (Muslims and Christians), we have found one an- 
other, not as ‘settlers’ satisfied with what they own, but as belonging to 
the race of ‘nomads’, living beneath a ‘tent’, as itinerants guided by the 
Spirit of God. We have recognized each other, quite spontaneously, not as 
possessing the divine Truth but as possessed by that Truth which guides 


2. Abd el Wadtid Cuaast, Lettre ouverte au Pape Paul VI, Cairo, 1978, p. 53. 
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men, leads them on and liberates them, each being more attached, in his 
own line, to his own faith. » 


The students following the course share these sentiments of the teachers, 
they recognize themselves in them and feel that same brotherhood of 
travellers. And that is precisely the aim of the Department’s teaching. Its 
aim is to form, through these different lectures, minds and hearts which, 
beyond the difference, finally find themselves speaking the same language 
and drawing towards the same pole of attraction. The reason is that, un- 
like the conversations of which I spoke earlier, this twinned research is 
pursued over one or several years and brings together believers belonging 
to the same soil, the same fatherland, and living in a same socio-cultural 
universe, faced by the same problems and involved in the same historical 
process. 

Thanks to this experience, which is peculiar to a given country, the 
Lebanon is linking up with, and desirous of assisting, the search that to- 
day’s world seems to be conducting everywhere in the conversations and 
encounters I have mentioned. 


Augustin Dupré ta Tour, S.J. 

Dean of the Faculty of Religious Sciences 
Saint Joseph University 

P.O. Box 293 

Beyrouth, Lebanon. 
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